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ABSTRACT

Reviewed are studies investigating the commonly held
supposition that precocity in gifted children frequently results in
failure as adults. The author uses an IQ cutoff point of 132 as a
measure of giftedness and compares the utility of three criteria of
success: employment in a position utilizing his c¢apacities (the
c¢riterion of L. Terman's study and the author's), eminence in one's
professional position, and achievement of an international and
endurirg reputation for one's accomplishments. Reported is a study
which followed up children identified as precocious in the popular
press anéd showed one extreme failure and many successful or
outstandingly successful adults. Testing of Terman's Ggroup as adults
and a study of the females in his group are also reported to show
that Ss continued to have outstanding intellectual ability and
professional success. The author suggests that the use ¢f unrealistic
criteria (such as expecting accomplishments of an Finstein or Newton)
is responsible for the continuing myth that precocious children grow
up to be failures as adults. (IB)
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EDULAT ON POSITION OR POLICY

One of the most popular allegations concerning gifted caildren is that

they "burn out' when they get older. Another, slightly more elegant, way

of expressing this idea is the phrase "ea:ly ripe, early rot." Both carry

the idea that gifted children as a rule fail to measure up to their child-

hood promise. Like wost such claims, the particulars are not made clear.

Do virtually all gifted children fail, most of thew, or only scme? Few
people will support, 1 think, the contenticn that all gifted children fail

in adult life. Similarly, one would have to be extremely optimistic to

sssume that all gift:d children succeed in life. The question, therefore, !

becomes, what is the probability of life failure?

Determining the percentage of gifted children who fail is not the only

problenm.  One must also ask, fail at what? Many writers Zn the past, in-

cluding Lombroso and Lehuwan, have deait with the idea of the gifted child

as a personal failure, beser with prebloens, unstable, and all too often

wee . ing A tracic ond monstrated in his research that tai-

ented youths are not the miscrable specinens portrayed by these authors.

In a follow-up study on Terman's group, Oaen described tie gifted group at
an average age of fifty. She concluded that these adults were not unsta: le,

and actually had relatively few personal problems in relation to the popula-

tion in general.  The question asked here, then, is whethar or not the

gifted child cucceeds in utiliziug his intellectual promise in his adult

careeoer.

The next question i what level of achivvement constituten sie-conn
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Terman supoested that the best eriterion was that the cpecial abilitics of
rhe gitted child were being used effectively in his adult occupation. To
be working at o job far below one's capacities is to b= a failure in thesce
terms.  Since gifted children are usually identified for their intellee—
tual rather than their arcistic or athletic ability. the carecers that would
be appropriate for them can be assumed to be in the professional or bLusi-
ness management lines.  Beyond this basic definition of success, two other
degrees can be ddentificd. Tne sccond is that one is eminent in one's
professional position, not just fulfiliing the job requirements well. The
third level of success would be to have achicved an international and en-
during reputation for one's accomplishments. For the moment, the first
tevel of success will be considered a sufficient goal for the gifted ehild.

At this point it wight be useful to define my use of the term "eifted
Chi]d.& The lack of agrecment on this point is widespread in the literature
on precocious youth.  Cutoffs for being considered gifted from a minimum
1.Q. of 120 in some schoal distvicts to the 132 used by tche Califorania
state school system to the 140 used by Terman in his research. rfor the
purposcs of this paper, generally intellectually gifted children will be
rhose youths who have achieved an 1.Q. of at least 132, either through
testing procedures or through performance of extraordinary feats at an
early age. This means that such a child is two or more standard deviations
above his average age-mate in intellectual ability.

Three types of evidence can be used in investigating the statement
that gifted children fail as adults.  The first type of evideunce is that
nost commonly used by lay persons, and usually start off with, "Well, I
once knew somcone who .0 0 " This kind of evidence, either supporting
0y not supporting the “iature hypotiesis, can be quickls dismissed.  For

P

one, the number of subjects is small and probably pes repraenvntative.
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Also, there can be little certaivty that the child discussed in the ance-
dote was actuslly as gifted as we are discussing, in this paper. Further-
more ancedotes are usually for the purpones of Lllustrating a point aad
therefore conclude when the point is reached. Further information about
the person's lifc history might reveal an outcome of a far different
neture.

‘he auacceptability of casual anecdotes has been discussed at some
length, since they are the most coimon form of evidence in general conver-
sation. They are not to be confused, however, with case studics. Case—
study methodoiogy is useful in areas where controlled e¥perimentation is
impossible or well-planued follow-ups are costly and difficult. In a case

study, the child is verified through some means as haviug been precocious.

His entire life is then studied and an evaluation wide of the desree to
which the adult usad the relevant childhood abilities; Until recently,
the case study method was the only one available t persons interested in
the fate of gifted children. Oue problem with the method as it was used
in the past is that only the most spectacular successes or failures tend to
have their lives recorded in great detail. A child as precocionus as Mozart
who maiuntains his musical proeficiency as an adult will have many documents
nreserved recording his 1ife's accomplishments. A person such as William
James Sidis, who was a trulyAromarkablc failure, will alsc be remembered.
Few precocious children who grow up and become average professionals will
have their lives recorded for pusterity.

This method can, however, be wade more rigorous when one is dealing
with wodern case histories as has been shown by Kathlcen Montour. Firvst a
thorough check is wmade on all the precocious children in recent history
who hitve becn written up in mapazines or rewspapers.  The Reader's Coide

to Perjodical Literature will liot many stories such as the one Life



magasine ran in 1945 on Herrill Kenneth Wolfl, who in graduating at 14
o
1 nest )

from Yale, became the youngest B.A. recipient in American history.
of all these children.

the adult status

a check is run to determine
auy are still alive and willing to cooperate in creating up-to-date
abla to ohtain a more

case histories. In this way, HMs. Montour has been a
Y
She does not have to be concernaed with her sub-

representative sauple.
that their 1life stories are still extant after

Jects beinyg so eminent
located one extreme

Montour has
did not fail as /

several centuries.
Using the case method described, M
Jdren wito

faillure and quite a number of precocious cb
adults.  7The only virtually complete failure was William James Sidis, who
century. His parents were firm

was born around the turn of the 20th
of education rather than inherent

believers that precocity is a matter
in his education and was able to

ne year

ability. Sidis was thercfore pushed
student at 11 years of age. The sauwe

eater Harvard as a full-time
he displayed the extent of his precocity by delivering to an assembly of

Harvard professors a lecture of graduate-student quality on the subject
lie received his baccalaureate at 15, but

Resentful of his parents and

of 4th dimensional bodies.

thereafter his life became more bleak.

hounded by the press, Sidis rejected intellectual pursuits and eventually
This case

ended as an Impoverlshed and unemployed computational clerk.

ie often cited as an example of an incredibly able youth whose adult

that as an

talents vere limited to working nothing more complex than an adding wachine.
The standard version of the story does not mention, however,
is published a1 book on the philosophy of scicnce. This case is

adult 5id
famous In particular doue to the notoricty resulting from Sidis suing the
The question that

WJ

New Yorker mapacine for publishing his life story.
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remeins frowm this distressiog case is, how typical is Sidis' failure.
Can one produve other cases with cqually dismal outcomes?

Kathleen Montour has found a number of other cases as @ result of

her search. They all countermand the ifmpression received from the Sidis
case.  One of the wost interesting as reypards the Sidis story is that of
Norbert Wiener, who attended Harvard as a very yourg graduate student at

the same time. Like Sidis, Wiener began college in his early adolescence,
had a demanding father, and was czposed to the press. He also, however,

obtained his Ph.D. at 18, was a long—time professor at M.1.T., and founded

the field of cybernetics.

Other cases support this favorable image of precocious children with

successful carcers.  The Merrill Kenneth Wolf mentioned previously is now

a well-published professor of neuroanatomy at the University of Massachu-
setis. Charles lLouis Fefferman received his Ph.D. in mathematics fromn

Princeton at barely 20. At 22, he became the youngest person ever appointed

a full professor at the University of Chicago. At 27, he recently re-
ceived onc of the most lucrative prizes offcered for scientific achicvement——

$150,000! Paul Hudley, who received his Harvard B.A. at 14, later becane

the Chief Tustice of Mags:

e Trumbell, a fawous paluter,
spent a year and a half at Yale before graduating =t 17. Robert Woadward,
a Nobel prize-winning chewmist, received his Ph.D. from M.I.T. at 20 years
of age. Two of the famo : "Quiz Kids" are now respectively a fuli profes—
sor at the University of Comnecticut and a rescarch associate at a large

micing cowpany. A woman with an T.Q. of 185 who read Plutacch for fun at
ihe ape of four became a noted journalist. A child composer discovered
1

by Terman s aow, as an adalt, listed in Nho':;ﬂ%o in American Women for

~
her musical achicvements. Her 157-i.0. brocher is chairman of the

depactment of cconomics at a famous university.  Theae cnses proviads sub-
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cstantial cupport to the contention that precocity is 2 forerunner of

adult carewr success, not of adult failure.
It must be adwmivted, though, that case studies do have their prob-
lems.  The precociow, children of yesteryear wust be willing in later life
to cooperate with the investigator. One can reasonably assume that those
who ace less sucecessful will be less cager te éOOperaLc. Tho=e who feel
that they have lived up to their childhéod promise will be most willing to
reveal their life histories. This means that a bias is created in the
data, due to losing track of the less successful men aad women. This
preblem can be partially solved by usiuy records that are open to the pub-
lic. Anothor difficulty harder to evercome is that woaen, once they are
married, usually become huard to trace. Another type of evidence that can

be offered thar does not suffcr from the problem of retrospective studies
is data from longitudinal research.

The clasisic longitudinal study was begun by Lewis Termaun at Stanford
University In 1921. He identified 1528 childreu (857 beys and 671 girls)
from the California-public school system who had 1.Q."s of 140 or more.

A number of systematic felilow-ups have been done on this gifted group
over the vears.

One question that can be answered from longitudinal data that could
not be from case daia is whether or not tha intellectual ability of pre-
cocious children dissipates in adult life. Oden deals with this point
both in her monograph and in her article with Bayley. The gifted children
in Terman's stuay had been identitied uslng the Stanford Binet test, but
this test was inadequate for use with able adults. Therefore, the Concept
Hastery Test vas developed to asszess the intellectond ability of the gifted

adult group.  Two forms of this difficolt tost of verhal reasoning were
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were administered twice in the adult years to almost 800 of the original
suhjects. One form wvas piven when they were on the average 30 years of
age; the other was given 10 years later.. The results were that in adult-
hood the Termin group scored far above the mean, as they had doae in
childhood. In fact, 146 of the group who did not £0 be;ond college still
scored as well as graduate studeﬁts at a major university. It would
appear that regardless of their carecer success, gifted children do not
burn out inrellectually as adults.

Oden also presents dotz relevant to determining the probability of
carcer success. Of the 857 males in the Terman group, career data was
available for 759. Eighty-six percent of these men were in professional
or managerial positicons. The list of distinctions that these men have
earned is quite impressive. Among the;, they have written 200 books,
2500 professional articles, 800 more articles of either a literary or
general nature, and have been awarded 350 patents. Eight-one appear
in the American Men of Science, 46 in Who's Who in America, and 10 ave

listed in the Diztionary of American Scholars. Less than 3% were em-

ployed in semi-skilled or unskilled labor. The majority, therefore, of
the gifted boys did not "rot" in their occupations. They lived into
their 50's, working at jobs that utilized their }ntellectual ability.
Longitudinal data on womenvis presented both in thé Cden monograph
and in a reccat article by Paulévéears. Oden reports that half of the
women were only housewives and the other half worked either full or part="
time. Sears contrasted the Terman females with a group of average-ability
womer: in the same age bracket who had been s;ud{cd by the Institute for
Social Research at the University of Michigan. She found that the Terman
gifted women were siguificantly bé[tcr educated than the average-ability

proup.  Sixty-seven perccent had graduated from college as oppoused to 8Z.

3



The pitted wosen vere also enployed at o significantly higher rate and
were sopniticantly more apt to hold professional or managerial positions

(037) . Compared to worsn in goneral, then, the Torioan group have a much

more looressive record of educational and occapotional achicvenceut .
Both rhe Joagitedinal and the case studyv data sugzest that the alle-
pation of carly rot being associated with precocity is not true. Yet

the notion that these talented children will fail does persist. 1 would,

thevefore, like to cexamine the

idea of failure a bit more closely. In the
beginning of this paper T drew distinctions amony, three kinds of occupa-
tional success. The ceriterion used thus far in the paper was the least

stringent.  To succeeed a person had to hold a job that utilized his intel-

!
lectual abilities. |

The other two standards of success that were mentioned were belag emi-

nent in one's profession and being eminent at a level that brings inter-

national and historical acclaim. I would like to suggest that it is the

latter two criteria that the adult performances of gifted children is
measured agalnst, and against which their performance is found lacking.
I would also like to suggest that tl2se are not reasonable criteria of

suceess.

To have an 1.Q. of 132 places one in the top two percent of the popu—

Iation in intelligence. According to an article by Wolfle, the profesaional

and managerial jobs constitute about 27 of the occupations held by the

total population. It would appear that to be in the upper two percent

of the popularion in intelligence and to aspire to a professional
carcer is oo reasonable ponl for a gifted child., Wolfle offcrs further

R
evidence that a person with an I.Q.)jr;rlot unusual in profeasional posi-

tions.  In his article L states rhat the med ban I.Gg. of Ph.D. recipients

between 1940 and 1950 waa 134 as measured with the Army Genevol Classifi-

. cation Test. Cthe Concept Mastoery Test handbook gives the mean score of
(S -
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rescarclh seientists as 118, of creative writers as 156, .nd of the Teriman
group as 137. From these figures it can be scen that high intellectual
ability is not exceptional iu professional classes, but fairly common.

These data indicate that a precocious child who grows up to be a pro-
fessionnl will face competiton from intellectual equals. Thus, the compe-
tition he faces within his occupational group will .be much more difficult

. \
than that which he faced in his childhood school-days. Only a very small
number of professionals ever attain eminence in their field against such

\ :
compe?ition. To use this cyiterion of success seems unreasonably strin-
gentJ

N . .

'The use of this criterion may arise from a faulty perceptioa of what
constitutes the appropriate reference group. As a child, the precccious
youth was identified as being ouﬁstanding in refercuce to his age-mates
in genéral. Even if he becomes a professional whon as an adult, the
appropriate reference group will still be his age-mates in general.

The ﬁendeucy, however, is to compare him with his current peer group,
’4
which is other professionals. One do2s not want higm to be better than
N
the population in general; one wants him to be more successful than his
profession in general. To this day of thinking, it is the rank position
that ié important, not the rclevanc; of rhe reference group.

If a professional does achieve eminence, it must be due to factors
other than simple intellectual ability. That this is indeed the case has
been shewn by both 0den and by Roe. 0Oden took the 100 most successgul
Terman men aud compared them te the 100 least successful. The most suc—
cessful were eminent in theiv respective fields. The least successful

were in professional

o

positions but did not have the stature or impressive

of the others, Oden found that the major differences between the two

groups were that the very successful men came from supportive familics

L



10.

and that they personalty had a very high level of moltivation. ‘the less
successful were move apt (o cone {romw homes with lower education and

income cud ones which did not instill o deive for professional cuilnence.
The characteristics of 64 eminent scicentists in vavious disciplines were
studied by Roe.  She also discotere that these outsganding men were

characterized by their "driving absorption in their work." She has

noted too that over half of these men cave from professional familics.

A

These two factors, supportive families dnd personal motivation, appear

to be as important as inherent ability in becoming an cuminent professional.
Emineace, therefore, cannbt be predicted Soiel} on the busils of in-
tellectual precocity. General intelligence scores are not designed to
detect extra-ordinary motivational levels nor sbecific thrcmmly high
abilities.
There is another facct of the "early ripe, early rot'" phenomenon
that suggusts the allegation is related to inflated expectations and not
actual performance. This is the difference in attitudes townrdvgiftcd
men and meen. For a gifted wan to succeed, he must rank at the top of
his profession as he ranked at the top of his male peers. Gifted wonmen,

r_hough: are usaual ly considore ust atta

< -
J Y. ot

in
professivnal status. This produces a rank ordering in thelir cases similar
to the position they held relative to other girls in fheir childhood.

One hears little about gifted girls "burning out" if they become average

professionals.  From this, it can be seen that the evaluation of success

is keyed to the top of the immediate reference group, no matter what the

actual emineace of this group.
The final criterion of success to be considered is that of cminence
i -
at the international level vhich endures throughout history. People who

are capable of achicving at this Tevel are often called “peniwses." It

s
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ia an historical fact that the study of the g';iflt.vd child is an cutgrowth
of the study of the grear men ol hictory. Calton'srearly work was con-
ceruad with prominent Faplish wmen of science.  Terman certainly had this
criterion of achicvement in mind when he entitled his five volumes

Genetic Studies of Genius. 1t wes Catharine Cox, however, vho tied the
two areas of research together.

Cox vas interested in determining the intelligence quotient for a
sizeable number of great men. To do this, givcn.thu then current defin~
ition cf intelligence, she had to show that they had been precocious as
children. She took 300 famous writers, explorers, artists, philosophers,
politicians, generals, scientists, and inventors. Using historicdl
records, she was able to demonstrate that virtually all great men had been
precocious children. Unfortunately, many people have taken this to be a
reversible statcment. That is, it is often assumed inappropriately that
all precocious children will be great men.

Those of us who work wich SMPY can vouch for the fuct that this atti-
tuce does indeed exist. We have been in operation in the state of Mary-—
land for only five .ears and a number of persons have complained that
we have discoveraed no one of Calois' or ﬁewton's historical stature.

This rattitude is obviously not concerned with the antccedent probability
of genius level achievement, but with miracles.

We have said that children with T.Q.'s in the top two pcreent are
defined as precocious. With a current U.S. popglation of 250 million
people that makes for some five willion persons with this level I.Q.
Considered over the centgrics, this number becowmes even larger.  EBven
tripling Cox's number of geniuses throuphout history to almost 1;000, the

nrobability of any one precocious child growing up to be Einstein is

-

14

{
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extremely suinll. It should also be realized that cminence of this stature
is an historical phenorepon that depends on having an ability that s

<2

valued highly by once's socicety. Also, the opinion of svciety is not al-
<yt

ways consistent. e evaluation of Shakespeare has changed several ti

in the four hundred years that his works have svovived.

In conclusion, the cupirical evidence has not supported the contention

that precocious children burn out as adults.  [f one uses the criterion of

sy their abilities at an appropriate level, most precoclous_ehildren
will grow up and fulfill their-potentinl. Using the criterion of eminence

: 1 - o : H N . e H -
in one’s professional group has heen shown to be a causd of using the wrony

referencs group.  Also,

- ., . -
the antecedant probabilitics of being a pgenius
S0

has been demonstrated oo Jo be/

wall s to be drrelevant for evaluation
of prevocious children.

A final point is that using inappropriate criteria may have serious
consequences to the Iife of a particular precocious chitld.,  The self

concept of a gifted child is tied to what he and his parents view as

a
reasonable level of success.  TE this level is set at too high a lavel,
the precocious vchi.ld is bound to c¢xperience a sense of fallure in his
adult life. One might ask the question, thoungh, if these last two cri-
teria have any ilwmportance other than as L:Llri(>:—;.i.t'.itz:;. Unfortunately,
illusions such as are created by the use of these two criterin that

pifted children fail as adults have o very real ceffect on talented youths.

Parents fear haviog precoctous children amd strive to protecl them

from their certain fajlure,  They and cducators strive to suppress signs

of this unwholesome acesieration.  Bven worse, they oy pass on this fear

to the chitd hiwmsell.  He and they fecl that if he

does not beconns

another Charles Peffoerman boe hees failed o potential, Given this atti -

tude, parcats and citoed chitderen will Ly

Unicany dn pud Uingy therroe ey,
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into stitfer competition where the child's ability is unchanged but his
apparcnt rack position drops.  This can be devastatiog to a child's coo
L Tefr too tong. Keeping o child in his ]m:!—;:;t_up 21lows him to per—
ceive himsel! as at the pinuacle of achicvement. Whea the computition
changes as he goes through college, he will begin to perceive his actual
rank ordering in regards to his able peers. Only the very few will be
allowed to countinue with the correct perception that they are at t-hcz tdp
of their professional pecking order. By being allowed to remain in'the
wrong set of competitors, the child and his parents d‘:vc:‘.lol; an crroneous
setoof expectations and use the wrony criteria to judge his lates perfor-
manee.  This sort of behavior leads people to think that a ld-year-old
who is placed in college should be at the head of his class. They do

not realize that he is av the head of his age-mates class, but it would

be absurd to think that wny but the very few will ever be at the head of

the whole human specicos.

-
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